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(INTERVIEWEE) 

(For  the  Mississippi  Valley  Archives 
of  the  John  Willard  Brister  Library 
of  Memphis  State  University) 


(OHRO  FORM  B) 


THIS  IS  THE  ORAL  HISTORY  RESEARCH  OFFICE  OF  MEMPHIS  STATE  UNIVERSITY. 
THIS  PROJECT  IS  "THE  COTTON  MAKER'S  JUBILEE".  THE  INTERVIEW  IS 
WITH  MRS.  ETHYL  VENSON.  THE  PLACE  IS  MEMPHIS,  TENNESSEE  AND  THE 
DATE  IS  NOVEMBER  30,  1984.  THE  INTERVIEW  IS  BY  SANDERS  DUKE 
WILLIAMS,  STUDENT  OF  DR.  CHARLES  CRAWFORD'S  MEMPHIS  HISTORY  CLASS 
AT  MEMPHIS  STATE  UNIVERSITY.   TRANSCRIBED  BY  SANDERS  DUKE  WILLIAMS. 

Ms.  Williams       I  would  suggest  first  we  get  a  little  background 
information  about  both  you  and  your  husband  Dr.  Venson,  in  sort  of 
a  brief  outline  starting  from  when  and  where  you  were  born,  your 
family  and  then  on  up  to  the  formation  of  the  Cotton  Maker's 
Jubilee  in  1935. 

Mrs.  Venson        All  right,  I'll  try  to  give  you  that.  Dr. 
Venson  was  born  in  Rapides  Parish,  Louisiana  to  a  large  family  and 
I  was  here  about  fifty  miles  from  here  at  Eads,  Tennessee.  My  parents 
lived  here  and  that  was  my  mother's  home  and  she  merely  went  back 
for  the  birth  of  her  first  child.  I  was  the  first  child.  After  that 
there  were  four  others  (pause)  five  others.  There  two  boys  and 
three  of  us  girls.  So,  we  had  a  large  family.  We  lived  in  North 
Memphis  most  of  the  time  until  we  were,  I  guess  teenagers,  and  we 
moved  into  the  South  part  of  Memphis  -  moved  on  Austin  Street. 
Now  during  this  time,  Dr.  Venson  had  moved  to  Memphis  because  of 
educational  advantages.  They  didn't  have  it  down  in  Louisiana  and 
he  had  come  here  to  Attend  a  dental  college,-  .  They  had  *a  black 
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dental  college  here  in  South  Memphis.  Somewhere,  I  don't  know 
exactly  where.  But  he  attended  that  school  and  went  to  Maharry 
(college  in  Nashville  where  he  graduated  and  became  a  dentist  and 
came  back  here  to  practice  dentistry.  He  started  practicing  dentistry 
in  1918.  Of  course  in  between  that  time  he  served  in  the  army  as 
first  lieutenant.  So,  that's  about  the  background  on  the  two  of 
us  there  and  (pause)  I  finished  at  Le  Mojme  College  here  in 
Memphis  with  a  B.A.  Degree  in  Social  Sciences. 

And  how  we  met  was  (pause)  @ur  family  dentist  was  Dr.  B.  B. 
Martin.  Dr.  Martin  frequented  our  home  and  we  were  very  good  friends. 
So,  he  is  the  one  that  introduced  me  to  Dr.  Venson  •  We  sort  of 
hit  it  off  pretty  nicely  at  the  very  first  but  not  to  the  extent  of 
going  steady.  I  guess  it  was  about  six  months  before  we  started 
going  steady  and  we  had  about  a  three  year  courtship  and  finally 
consumated  into  marriage. 

You  asked  the  question  too,  about  how  I  had  been  chosen  a 
Queen  of  Jubilee.  We  had  been  married  about  a  little  over  a  year 
and  a  half  year.  He  talked  to  me  about  starting  something. 
It  really  wasn't  the  Jubilee  at  first.  But  he  was  thinking  about 
how  we  could  do  something  in  the  community  for  improvement.  We 
did  not  get  off  first  base  with  that.  Finally  we  were  at  a  Cotton 
Carnival  Parade  and  we  were  looking  at  the  parade  as  it  went  down 
Union  Avenue.  At  that  time,  as  I  remember  we  were  standing  at 
Wellington  and  Union  watching  this  jsarade.  He  carried  -  We  carried 
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our  small  newphew  who  was  about  five  years  old  to  the  parade.  My 
husband  was  a  big  man.  So,  he  had  this  child  the  whole  time  on  his 
shoulder  watching  the  parade.  We  thought  it  was  lovely.  But  the 
child  did  not  say  anything  and  at  the  end  of  the  parade  he  wanted 
to  know  from  him  -  Dr.  Venson  from  Quincy  -  He  said  "Did  you  like 
the  parade?"  And  to  our  amazement  the  child  said  "no,  he  did  not 
like  the  parade.  And  he  question  him  further  "Why  didn't  you  like 
the  parade?"  He  (Quincy)  said  "I  didn't  like  the  parade  because 
all  the  Negroes  were  horses."  And  what  that  meant  was  the  parade  - 
the  floats  at  that  time  was  hand  drawn.  And  all  the  floats  had 
been  drawn  by  black  men  wearing  long  white  coats.  Well,  you  see 
it  did  not  agfect  us  as  it  had  affected  the  child  but  that  statement 
meat  did  do  something  to  us.  We  talked  about  that  statement  from 
there  on  home.  We  had  walkekip  to  see  the  parade  and  as  we  walked 
back  down  Beale  Stree  there  was  a  large  sign  which  said  the  "Gates 
Of  Ham",  that  extended  from  one  side  of  Beale  Street  to  the  other. 
The  only  parts  that  Blacks  had  in  the  Carnival  was  that  they  did 
set  up  a  midway  where  they  could  go  and  spent  their  money.  And 
then  they  had  called  that  the  "Gates  Of  Ham".  Well,  all  that  had 
become  very  distasteful  as  we  watched  it.  We  slept  very  little 
that  night.  We  just  talked  about  this  incident  and  what  the  child 
had  said.  My  husband  decided  that  he  would  go  the  next  day  to  see 
if  we  could  not  have  some  kind  of  dignified  role  in  the  Cotton 
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Carnival.  Well,  that  was  1935  -  unheard  of  •  I  think  the  men  must 
have  been  just  astonished  that  this  man  would  come  in  and  make  such 
a  proposal  to  them.  Well,  I  am  sure  of  it,  because  they  did  turn 
him  away  in  no  uncertain  terms!  And  they  let  him  know  that  they 
did  not  want  any  part  of  black  people  in  their  parade.  Of  course, 
they  were  Negroes  at  that  time.  And  he  said  "Ihey  said'Nd",  and 
one  man  followed  him  to  the  door  -  they  almost  put  him  out  .   But 
one  man  followed  him  to  the  door  and  he  was  the  man  who  had  started 
the  Cotton  Carnival  -  A.  Arthur  Halle  -  very  fine  person.  He  said, 
"well,  Doctor  don't  be  so  discouraged.  If  you  want  to  do  something 
why  don't  you  start  one  for  yourself?  "   And  he  told  him  he  would 
think  about  it.  But  Dr.  Venson  was  way  ahead  of  him.  He  knew  when 

they  turned  him  down  that  he  was  going  to  do  something.  He  just  had 

is 
that  kind  of  determination.  So,  of  that  really  the  beginning  of  the 

Jubilee  and  why  it  started. 

,■>      It  really  started  -  I  would  say  -  when  we  think  about  it  in 

terms  -  in  sociology ^terms  -  I  would  say  that  it  really  was  a 

protest  tih,  beginning.  Because  but  it  was  done  in  a  way  that  we 

knew  that  we  could  not  just  get  out  and  protest  that  they,  did  not 

have  a  Cotton  Carnival;  So,  we  sat  down  and  talked  it  over  and  we 

thought  that  to  go  on  and  do  this  thing  just  as  Mr.  Halle  had 

suggested  and  have  our  own  celebration  •   And  do  just  the  very 

best  we  could  do  with  that  to  dignify  the  black  people  in  the 
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cele  bration.  Now  ,  the  very  first  year,   Dr.  Venson  spoke  to  me 
about  it  as  a  wife  and  helpmate  and  I  told  him  I  would  do  what  I 
could  do,  I  belong  to  a  little  social  club  -  the  girls  were  all  lovely. 
And  he  said  probably  you  could  get  that  club  to  help  you,  which  it 
was  my  very  first  attempt  at  organization.  And  I  did  get  the  girls 
and  talk  with  them  .  And  they  said  yes ,  -  they  were  interested.   But 
as  time  went  on  and  we  were  getting  into  it  deeper  and  deeper  and 
other  phases  of  it  were  beginning  to  materialize.  Then  we  wondered- 
"Well,  how  are  you  going  to  get  the  Queen?  M   "Who  is  going  to  be 
the  Queen?"  And  this  could  only  happen  if  you  were  young.  It  never 
will  happen  again.   But  I  talked  to  the  girls  and  they  said  -"well, 

they  going  to  question  me.  Who  's  going  to  buy  the  clothes?  This 

's 
is  going  to  be  an  expensive  thing.  Who  going  to  buy  the  clothes?" 

"Well?  I  said,  "I'll  go  back  and  talk  with  my  husband  and  find 

out  what  he  says."  So,  when  I  talked  with  him  he  said,  "Listen 

don't  worry  about  anything  so  trival  as  that.  1*11  buy  the  clothes." 

Well,  that  did  something  to  my  feeble  mind,  (laughed)  I  went  back 

am  would 

to  the  girls  and  I  said  ,  "Ah,  I  going  to  be  the  Queen  and  we  like 

it  because  I  am  going  to  buy  the  clothes.      You  could  be  the  court 

you 
and  would  not  have  to  have  but  just  one  -  you  know  one  dress." 

So,  they  accepted  it.  Now,  you  know  that  was  almost  unbelievable 

but  they  accepted  it.  They  bought  the  one  costume  and  I  went 

out  and  bought  my  clothes.  I  wrote  the  story  the  first  thing  - 

the  only  thing  I  had  ever  written  in  my  life.  I  wrote  the  publicity 
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on  me  and  I  said  nothing  to  him.  I  did  know  better  than  that  and 
finally  he  kept  pushing  me.  He  said,  "The  time  is  getting  very- 
short  and  I  must  know  who  the  Queen  is."  I  said,  "I'll  give 
you  the  information  on  the  Queen  no  later  than  the  next  day  or  two." 
I  was  waiting  for  my  picture  back.  I  had  my  picture  made  and  when 
I  gave  it  to  him  he  could  not  believe  it.  He  screamed  -  he  said, 
"w/hat  are  people  gsing  to  think  about  me.  Here,  I  am  starting  the 
celebration  and  trying  to  reach  out  to  the  community  and  here  you 
are  the  Queen."  It's  too  late,  How,  I  am  the  Queen.  So,  That  was 
how  I  became  the  Queen. 

Ms.  Williams       Mrs.  Venson,  can  you  tell  us  how  you  felt  when 
you  were  cho.'sen  -  when  you  were  Queen  of  Cotton  Jubilee  and  what 
your  duties  were  as  Queen? 

Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  I  felt  a  deep  responsibility  to  the 
community.  I  did  not  feel  that  it  was  an  honor.  I  quess  because 
I  was  self  -  chosen  as  I  have  told  you.  So,  Ah  (pause)  It  was 
a  good  feeling  and  when  the  people  rallied  like  they  did.  It 
really  made  me  feel  that  we  were  really  doing  something  toward 
uniting  our  community  which  we  are  still  trying  to  do. 

And  the  people  who  were  involved  was  Eddie  Hayes,  who  was 
a  funeral  director  in  North  Memphis.  Nat  D.  Williams,  who  was 
a  very  brillant  young  man  and  he  was  a  school  teacher  •  He  was 
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also,  a  radio  commentator  and  a  writer,  a  very  versatile  fellow, 
and  Dr.  &,  B.  Hickman,  a  physician,  Mr.  R.  T.  Diggs,  Mr.  J.  Mc  Fathon, 
Clifton  Satterfield,  and  I.  Clifton  Satterfield  and  I  are  the  only 
two  living  persons  from  the  beginning  meeting.  Now,  they  were  ones 
who  work  along  with  Mr.  Church,  who  was  not  a  member  of  the  board. 
But  Mr.  Church  -  R.  R.  Church  bought  our  first  charter  -  paid  for 
our  first  charter,  and  did  lot  of  encouragement  to  Dr.  Venson  in 
this  effort.  So,  we  were  really  endebted  to  him.  But  on  the  charter, 
my  name  could  not  appear  because  these  men  did  not  think  that  a 
woman's  name  should  be  on  the  charter.  So,  my  name  is  not  on  the 
charter.  Although  ,  they  did  let  me  have  my  picture  maded  with  the 
group. 

Ms.  Williams       Could  you  name  some  of  the  other  people  who  had 
influence  in*  thei  starting  • .  • 

Mrs.  Venson        Oh,  yes  there  were  others.  We  had  women, 
there  was  Mrs.  Susie  Hightower,  teacher,  Mrs.  Ellen  Steward,  who 
was  a  business  woman.  Ah  (pause)  Let  me  think'' I  cana*t  think  of 
any  others  right  off.  Dr.  Walker  was  very  helpful.  And  we  just 
had  a  number  of  persons  who  did  rally  to  us.  Although  ,  we  had 
seme  difficulty,  .  because  when  we  went  into  the  schools,  at  that 
time  ,  was  just  really  the  center  for  getting  things  done.  When, 
we  went  into  the  schools  the  teachers  said  for  the  most  part.  Well, 
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now  we  don't  want  to  be  inKblve  in  this  cotton  thing  and  this  had 
gone  on  through  the  years.  Because  they  felt  and  rightfully  so- 
that  cotton  had  not  done  anything  for  us  as  far  as  financial  was 
concerned  we  were  on  the  bottom  of  the  hierarchy.  But  they  had  not 
heard  this  child.  They  had  not  been  at  that  parade  and  we  had 
heard  this,  we  had  seen  it  and  to  us  it  was  a  different  story.  We 
felt  that  we  had  the  right  to  be  a  part  of  any  celebration,  that  had 
anything  to  do  with  cotton.  So,  consequently  we  just  kept  on. 
Finally,  my  husband  was  the  Ah  (pause)  Dr.  Venson  was  the  Commander 
of  Post  Twenty-Seven  of  the  American  Legion.  And  that  group  of 
men  and  I  think  I  could  safety  say  that  -  ah  -  that  about  eighty- 
five  percent  of  them  were  illiterate.  But  they  had  a  lot  of 
confidence  in  him.  When  he  approached  them  and  it  was  a  very  good 
year  to  approach  them.  The  soldiers  form  World  War  I  had  been 
given  a  bonus  that  year  •   So,  most  of  them  had  some  money  and 
they  were  willing  to  put  their  money  into  the  celebration.  Ah,  it 
was  not  a  loan  -  it  -  we  did  keep  a  record  of  the  persons  who  gave 
money.  And  not  a  person  received  anything  back  from  his  donation 
until  about  five  years.   And  there  was  not  interest  or  anything, 
but  we  were  able  to  give  each  man  his  money  back  after  about  five 
years.  They  were  really  the  sponsors  of  the  first  celebration 
because,  when  we  went  into  the  schools  the  teachers,  for  the  most 
part,  thought,  well,  we  don't  want  to  be  a  part  of  this.  It  has 
not  done  anything  for  us  and  we  -don't  want  to  be  a  part  of  this. 
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It  has  not  done  anything  for  us  and  we  don't  want  to  get  our  children 
involved  in  this.  So,  it  took  quite  a  bit  of  meeting  and  (pause) 
to  convince  them  that  this  was  a  black  program  that  it  was  nec^essary. 
And  that  we  felt  that  we  should  be  a  part  of  any  kind  of  celebration 
that  was  in  the  city.  So,  little  by  little,  we  were  able  to  get 
people  to  come  in  with  us.  But  it  was  a  struggle.  And  it  has 
continued!  to  be  a  struggle  through  these  fifty  years. 

Ms.  Williams       Did  ya'll  in  the  early  years  think  about 

co-operation  with  the  Cotton  Carnival  and  how 
did  it  finally  come  about? 

Mrs.  Venson        Oh,  that  was  out  of  the  question.  We  had  gotten 

the  message  from  the  visit  that  Dr.  Venson  made. 
So,  that  was  really  out  of  the  question  and  we  were  satisf  to  go 
on  with  our  separate  celebration.  Until  in  the  80* s,  I  believe 
it  was  81,  and  the  then  President  of  the  Cotton  Carnival  called  me 
to  invite  me  over  to  listen  to  his  story.  And,  he  thought  it  would 
be  nice  for  the  whole  community  if  we  would  merge.  And  as  he  talked 
I  just  thought  here  we  are  some  forty  years  late  doing  this.  And 
I  couldn't  get  the  kind  enthusiasm  that  I  should  of  had  I  suppose. 
But  I  did  agree  that  we  would  have  some  intergated  programs.   And 
that  we  were  going  to  maintain  our  own  identity  because  we  could  not 
just  say  "yes,  we'll  go  with  the  Cotton  Carnival.  Because  the  Carnival 
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really  isn't  ready  yet  for  wholesale  intergration*.   And,  we  realize 
that  even  now  as  we  work  with  our  committee  people.  So  often  the 
committee  people  can  not  attend  the  things  that  the  Carnival  has, 
the  royalty  attends  and  the  officers  of  the  Carnival  attend.  But 
the  people,  who  really  do  the  work  -  they  are  not  invited  into  that. 
So,  that  why  we  are  not  really  intergrated,  we're  not  merged.  We 
are  a  separate  entity.  Yes,  but  we  are  co-operating  and  we  are  - 
we  have  a  Krewe  membership.  We  paid  our  Krewe  membership  dues  and 
we  are  a  Grand  Krewe. 

Now,  this  year  we  had  our  first  intergrated  parade.  It  was 
excellent.  It  was  one  of  the  best  that  we  ever  had.  But  now  for 
1985*  we  are  going  to  have  to  go  back  to  our  separate  ways.  For 
the  simple  reason  that  it  is  our  Fif  t  -A  Anniversary.  And  we  want 
to  call  back  all  these  people  that  we  possibly  can  who  have  helped 
us  through  the  years.  We  really  did  extend  far  away  from  Memphis. 
I  think,  it  must  have  been  about  19^-9 »  we  started  a  Spirit  of  Cotton 
Tour.  We  toured  about  thirty  states  in  the  United  States.   That 
time  we  went  into  Cuba  -  into  Haiti,  Canada,  ah  -  with  our  girls 
to  say  nothing  of  the  thirty  states  within  the  United  States. 
So,  we  are  hoping  we  can  call  back  a  lot  of  those  people  and  have 
them  to  come  to  join  us  in  this  f if t\t  celebration. 

We  did  have  eight  lovely  persons  -  young  ladies  -  college 
girls  -  who  went  on  these  tours  and  talked  about  Memphis  and  talked 
about  cotton.  And,  we  feel  that  we  did  a  real  good  public  relatione 
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job  for  the  cotton  industry.  In  that  when  we  started  out  the  people  - 
who  were  our  committees  were  not  wearing  too  much  cotton.  But  as 
we  would  go  into  the  cities  the  people,  who  meet  with  us  and  the 
programs,  that  were  there  they  talked  about  cotton.  And  they  started 
wearing  cotton.  So,  we  feel  that  we  did  a  great  job  for  the  cotton 
industry.  The  cotton  industry  helped  us  at  that  time  for  a  limited 
time.  I  think  for  about  five  years.  We  could  send  to  the  National 
Cotton  Council  the  amount  of  material  that  we  wanted,  and  they  sent 
them  here. 

And  we  had  one  woman,  Mrs.  Agnes  Thompson,  who  is  still  living 
and  in  her  eighties.  She  made  all  of  the  garments.  She  is  a  genius 
with  a  needle  and  thread.  So,  she  did  some  fantastic  designs  with 
not  calling  herself  a  designer.  She  just  said  ,  NI  sew".  But  she 
is  really  and  truly  a  designer.  Our  clothes  have  stood  up  with 
clothes  all  over  the  country.  These  girls  had  fabulous  garments. 
It  was  only  because  Mrs.  Thompson  charged  us  such  a  small  amount  for 
making  the  clothes,  and  the  cotton  industry  gave  us  the  material. 

Ms.  Williams        Can  you  say  anyway  that  the  Cotton  Maker's  Jubilee 

has  help  improved  the  relationship  between  the 
Blacks  and  Whites  in  Memphis?  Can  you  see  any  improvement? 

jrr 

Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  indeed  even  during  in  our  early  years. 

Now  we  could  not  have  existed  without  the 
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assistance  of  white  people.  There  has  always  been  some  whites,  who 
worked  with  us.  We  had  a  man,  Mr.  Bailey  Walsh,  he  was  a  young 
attorney.  And  it  was  almost  unheard  of  for  a  young  white  man  to  be 
down  on  Beale  Street  eleven  and  twelve  o'clock  at  night  with  us,  but 
he  came  down.  He  was  interested  and  he  gave  us  the  benefit  of  his 
knowledge.  We  had  other  people  who  came  in,  Mr.  Halle  worked  with 
us  through  the  years.  Finally,  we  were  able  to  get  the  city  and 
practically  every  mayor  that  we  have  had  has  been  supportive.  Now, 
that  doesn't  mean  that  they  let  us  have  any  money,  but  they  were 
supportive.  We  were  able  to  get  such  things  as  our  reviewing 
stand  built  by  the  city.  The  city  permitted  things.  At  first,  we 
could  not  -  (doorbell)   On  doing  our  first  parade,  we  were  told 
we  could  not  come  from  the  upper  part  of  Main  Street  -  that's  up 
around  Poplar.  -   We  could  not  parade  down  Main  Street  to  Beale. 
But  they  did  permit  us  to  parade  from  Calhoun  up  to  Beale  where  we 
could  turn  on  Beale,  at  that  time. 

Even  the  first  parade  was  ^rtremeljr  SBCCgsffifaU  there  were- so 
many  people.  No  one  had  ever  heard  of  a  black  celebration  like 
that.  -  So,  it  really  did  attract  the  attention  of  Memphians. 
And  this  was  about  the  time  that  Time  Magazine  and  Life  Magazine 
was  coming  on  the  scene.  They  had  sent  representatives  here  to  do 
the  Cotton  Carnival.  Well,  these  writers  became  interest^n  what 
was  happening  on  Beale  Street. 


Page  13 
I  remember  a  very  funny  incident.  The  Carnival  was  looking 
for  these  important  writers.   You  know  that  they  had  and  they  couldn't 
find  them.  Here  they  were  down  on  Beale  Street  and  doing  the  black 
King  and  Queen.  When  they  came  up  to  our  little  apartment,  the 
apartment  was  so  small  they  couldn't  even  get  the  cameras  and 
things  in  there.  I  had  to  go  down  to  the  Palace  Theatre  for 
them  to  get  this  interview  from  me.  But  we  had  -  we  were  mention 
in  Time  Magazine  and  we  were  mention  in  Life  Magazine,  which  was 
really  something.  It  was  helping  to  make  us  you  know.  We  didn't 
have  to  pay  anything  for  that  it  just  helped  us  in  our  promotion. 
And  it  made  people  want  to  be  a  part  of  it.  Because  these  were 
really  important  magazines  -  as  you  know.  I  think  ,  there  are 
copies  in  the  library  of  those  back  issues  which  must  have  been 
about  1936. 

Ms.  Williams        Did  you  get  any  help  from  the  city  or  county 

government  throughout  all  these  years? 

Mrs.  Venson         Just  supportive  measure  like  the  building  of 

the  stands  and  letting  us  have  the  streets  at 
certain  times  and  things  like  that. 

Ms.  Williams        Could  you  give  me  a  list  of  activities  that 
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went  on  in  connection  with  the  Cotton  Makers' 


Jubilee? 


Mrs.  Venson        You  sire  talking  about  the  early  years?  Yes, 
our  very  first  year  we  had  W.  C;  Handy  come  down.  We  were  the  first 
group  in  Memphis  to  bring  him  back  home  in  Memphis.  After  he 
became  a  celebrity.   And  of  course,  we  were  excepting  -  We  invited 
him  and  we  excepted  him.  We  didnrvot  realize  that  he  had  this 
entourage  with  him.  He  came  and  brought  abott  six  or  eight  people, 
brought  his  entire  family.  And  he  brought  a  publicity  man. 

We  had  a  place  upon  Mississippi  Avenue.  You  could  not  go 
into  the  hotels  -  you  know.  Even  W.  G.  Handy  couldn't  stay  in  the 
hotels.  It  was  a  rooming  house  of  Mrs.  Jackson  at  888  Mississippi* 
who  kept  this  family  for  us.  They  stay  here  with  us  for  that  week. 
It  happen3 that  Paul  Whitehead  was  here  as  quest  for  the  Carnival 
the  same  year.  He  and  Mr.  Handy  were  friends  that  did  give  us 
thought  of  cross  -  section  and  gave  us  some  entree  into  the 
Carnival.  We  had  a  glimpse  into  it  through  Mr.  Handy. 

Ms.  Williams        Could  you  name  some  more  events  that  went  on 

through  the  years? 

Mrs.  Venson        Oh,  well... 
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Ms,  Williams        The  important  ones  -  you  know,  the  outstanding 

ones  you  can  think  of, 

Ms,  Venson         Well,  we  had  our  coronations  of  the  King  and 

Queen  that  year.  This  was  the  undertaker, 
Eddie  Hayes,  He  was  the  volunteer.  He  just  volunteer^his  services. 
He  was  the  King,  We  had  a  coronation  cermony  and  there  were- 
We  are  talking  about  Whether  any  whites  -  came  in.  And  there  was 
a  lovely  lady  a  Mrs,  Fowler,  who's  son  is  a  judge  here.  And  Mrs, 
Fowler  came  down  and  was  Mistress  of  Geromony  for  us.   Just  gradually 
other  white  people  worked  with  us.  There  were  people,  who  really 
felt  that  this  was  a  good  thing  for  the  community  to  have  this 
kind  of  expression.  Because,  it  was  the  only  media  of  expression 
for  black  people  at  that  time,  -  So,  it  was  not  to^long  before  we 
were  able  to  get  different  participants  in  there.  We  now  have  a 
full  week's  celebration.  We  also  started  the  Junior  King  and 
Queen.  Then  we  started  the  "Spirit  of  Cotton",  but  I  told  you 
about  where  we  went  over  the  country  with  our  -  and  into  foreign 
countries  with  our  "Spirit  of  Cotton".  It  has  been  a  gradual 

growing  thing  with  many  problems  and  always  a  struggle  for  money. Always  a 

.ggle  to  have 

that! But  we  survived. 

When  I  read  in  the  papers  about  the  deficits  that  the  great 

Cotton  Carnival  has  -  We  do  not  owe  anyone.  We  do  not  have  much 

money  but  we  still  have  been  able  to  come  out  in  the  black.  To 
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my  knowledge,  we    only  had  one  year  in  which  we  have  had  a  deficit. 

rallied 
That  in  that  year  our  board  of  incorporators     and  we  got  a  loan. 

We  paid  it  monthly.   Each  person  paying  a  certain  amount  for  -  that's 

until  it  was  paid. 

So,  we  have  had  problems  but  we  have  had  to  cut  our  garments 
according  to  the  cloth.  And  we  just-  women  had  sewv  all  night  long. 
These  kind  of  things  just  volunteer  services.  We  have  two  women 
and  I  would  like  to  mention  them  -  One  is  Mrs.  Lemon  and  one  is 
Mrs.  Johnson,  -  Katie  Lou  Johnson.  1hese  two  women  did  not  know 
how  to  sew  and  both  of  them  took  sewing  classes.  So,  they  could 
make  the  garments  for  the  children  ,  who  were  partpicating.  And 
neither  one  has  ever  been  paid  a  dime  for  doing  any  of  things. 
So,  we  have  been  bless  with  dedicated  people,  and  people  who  were 
willing  to  give.  And  I  think  mostly  because  they  could  see  what 
it  did  for  our  children. 

And  I  have  had  lovely  letters  from  the  past  participants# 
After, they  were  grown,  who  said  that  they  really  appreciated 
having  been  in  there  and  what  it  had  meant  to  them.  And  I  think 
it  has  been  a  very  good  thing. 

The  very  first  person  to  receive  the  key  -  first  black  person 
to  receive  the  key  to  City  of  Washington  was  our  girl.  The  first 
black  Queen  for  A  Day  in  Hollywood,  Calif orina  was  one  of  our 
girls.  And  we  have  had  alot  of  first&'in  that  -  you  know,  with  our 
candidates.  And  it  has  just  been  inspiring. 


Ms,  Williams 


blacks  and  whites? 
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Can  you  tell  me  where  the  Cotton  Makers* 
Jubilee  was  held  and  was  it  well  attended  by- 


Mrs.  Venson 


At  that  time  ... 


Ms.  Williams 


Yes 


Mrs.  Venson        0ht  well  the  main  things  were  held  at  Church °s 

»        Auditorium  on  Beale  Street.  And  the  events 
were  all  black  with  the  exception  of  the  parade.  Now,  when  you 
have  a  parade  that  just^American  and  people  are  coming  to  see  the  , 

parade.  In  fact,  it  was  really  something.  And  I  have  pictures  which 
I  could  show  you  where  the  whites  and  blacks  are  all  there  together 
looking  at  the  parade.  When  you  could  not  get  them  even  for  a 
Sunday  School  class. 


Ms.  Williams 


Could  you  tell  us  some  humorous  stories  about 
some  of  the  Kings  and  Queens  through  the  years? 


Mrs.  Venson        Turn  it  off  and  let  me  see  what  I  can  do. 

(pause,  looking  through  scrapebooks  on  the 
Cotton  Makers*  Jubilee.) 

Ah,  Sheriff  Barksdale ,  Mr.  Morris, our  Shelby  County  Mayor,  and 
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Mr.  Frank  Crump,  who  has  recently  been  President  of  the  Carnival 
All  of  these  people  have  worfe.-with  us.  (Pause) 
I  want  to  see  if  I  can  get  these  names  to  some  of  these. 
(We  are  looking  at  scrapbooks  on  the  Cotton  Makers*  Jubilee) 

Mrs.  Venson        Letter  from  all  of  them,  (pause) 

I  can  *t  think  of  a  single  one  that  had  anything 
really  humorous  happen.  It  was  all  good  programing  and  they  take  it 
very  seriously  ♦  And  I  think  for  the  time  that  they  are  there 
they  are  really  -  The  King. 

Ms.  Williams        Could  you  give  me  some  interesting  facts  like 

you  said  "two  of  the  Kings  later  became  judges." 

Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  urn,  you  have  ,  -  ah-  we  have  -ah  -  Judge 

H.  T.  Blocker  and  Judge  Arthur  Bennett  both  of 
them  were  Kings  and  later  became  judges,  (pause) 

Ms.  Williams        You  were  talking  about  earlier  that  the  Reverend 

Ben  Hookiwas  President. 

Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  he  was. 
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Ms.  Williams        Could  you  tell  me  about  when? 

Mrs.  Venson        Um  -  I  saw  that  in  here  #B&t— ddlkHrtfcH  (Mrs. 

venson  motion  for  me  to  turn  off  the  recorder). 
I  think  it  was  late  as  the  sixties  -  in  the  sixites  or  he  was  our  legal 
adviser  later  became  our  President.  This  was  in  sixty- five  and 
he  was  with  us"  at  that  time.   And  we  had  the  persons  like  this 
man  here,  Robert  Henry,  who  held  the  mid-way.  And  you  mention 
something  about  music  in  there.  He  got  the .  big  bands  and  he  worked 
with  the  mid-way  people  pretty  closely.  But  he  had  -  ah  -  a  contact 
with  bands  all  over  the  country.  And  he  was  the  person  who  supplied 
us  with  our  music. 

Ms.  Williams        Could  you  tell  us  some  of  the  bands  -  the  big 
jl  _  bands  that  came? 

Mrs.  Venson        We  had  Louis  Armstrong  and  -ah  -  um  ,  I'm 
no  not  much  on  music  (laugh)  that's  awful!  Ah- 

I  remember  Louis  Armstrong  and  -ah-  um-  (pause)  I  got  that  in  there 
somewhere •  ( pause ) 

Ms.  Williams        Did  any  of  the  movie  stars  or  T.V.  stars  ever 

come? 
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Mrs,  Venson        Ah,  they  had  not  come  but  had  a  contact  with 

them  through  our  travels.  We  had  -  I'll  see 
if  I  can-  *t  get  that  for  you  .  Have  you  got  time  for  this? 
(We  are  looking  at  picture  scrap  books  on  the  Cotton  Makers*  Jubilee.) 
The  girls,  see  their  costumes  (jjause)  These  are  some  of  the  articles 
that  were  written  at  that  time,  (pause)  This  is  the  second  queen. 

Ms.  Williams        Mrs.  Sherman. 

(pause  Looking  through  more  scrape books.) 

Ms.  Venson         That  was  the  group  that  usually  comes. 

Ms.  Williams        The  Cobras. 

Mrs.  Venson        Urn,      from  Kansas  City.  Here  -  ah-  -  this  was 

in'  77   and  this  down  in  court  square  and  where 
our  two  Queens  and  Kings  meet.  So,  this  is  kind  of  -  This  some  of 
the  stuff  you  were  asking  that  I  did  not  -  you  know  the  kind  of 
co-operation  that  it  has  made  for  good  race  relations.  It  has 
made  ,  for  good  race  relations.   And  the  first  black  person  to  get 
a  picture  in  the  -  in  our  local  paper  the  Commerical  Appeal ,  who 
had  not  been  sent  to  prison  or  something  of  that  sort  was  the 
King  and  Queen  of  Jubilee.  So,  we  have  bad  that  kind  of  things. 
These  are  some  of  the  people  who  took  part  -  you  may  want  to  look 
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through  this.  While  I  go  back  there  and  see  if  I  can  find  something 
else.  Dr.  Lewis  Johnson,  now,  -  and  that  was  48. 

This  was  Bobbie  Jean  Jackson,  and  she  became  the  first  black 
woman  to  receive  the  key  to  the  city  of  Washington.  That's  Betty 
Johnson  she  from  Arkansas.  These  are  the  girls  that  went  on  the 
tour.  That's  Earnest  Jones,  that's  a  local  girl,  (pause)  She  was 
from  Texas.  We  got  them  from  the  local  -  from  the  13  cotton  growing 
states  that  's  where  the  girls  came  from  for  competition.  This  is 
a  recent  trip,  (pause) 

This  girl,  we  wonder  what  in  the  world  we  were  going  to  do 
with  her.  When  she  came  she  wasn't  a  beauty  and  had  it  some  beauty 
attach  to  her.  What  in  the  world  are  you  going  to  do?   Well,  I 
had  to  make  up  my  mind  whether  or  not  this  girl  was  really  going 
to  be  a  candidate  or  not.  Because  I  hold  if  you  let  them  in  - 
they  have  the  right  to  win.  Now,  let's  see  if  we  have  a  girl  - 
I  don't  have  a  girl  here,  she  was  with  I  have  them  in  another  book. 
But,  ah-  I  kept  her  for  six  weeks,  and  worked  on  her  and  this  is 
what  she  came  out  to  be. 

Ms.  Williams      She  is  pretty,  there. 

Mrs.  Venson        Um!  And  she  made  an  excellent  representative. 

And  I  remember  -  oh-  in  Arkansas-  I  didn't  go 
on  tour  with  her  Daffe-/  Bates  went  on  tour  with  her.  She  went  out 
to  -  Daisy  carried  her  out  to  a  school  for  retarded  children  •   And 
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it  was  there  she  said,  -ah-  "I  know:  what  I  want  to  do,"   She  said, 

"I  want  to  help  these  children, "  She  went  back  home.  She  became  the 

first  black  speech  therapist  in  -  ah  -  Houston,  Texas,  And  Later 

became  an  attorney  and  she  is  sucessful  in  New  York,  Now  the  rest 

of  my  girls, (pause) 

Ms,  Williams       What  is  her  name? 

Mrs.  Venson       Her  name  is  Barbara  Thompson  and  she  -   The 

rest  of  the  girls  as  pretty  as  they  are  they  are 
mostly  in  education  or  housewives  and  things  of  that  sort.   She 
really  did  succeed,  (Pause  -  Looking  at  scrapebooks) 
I  don't  know  who  she  is  -ah-  But  that  was  in  Chicago, 

Ms.  Williams       In  19^. 

Mrs,  Venson        Yes,  Let's  see  if  we  have  the   '  * 

It  just  such  a  conglomeration-  of  things  over  the  years.  So,  you 
just  don't  know  what  to  -  give  you.  It  started  about  (pause) 
Let  me  see  if  I  can  -  Started  about  77   under  Rear  Admiral  Lando 
Seckt  •   He  started  inviting  the  Jubilee  out  to  the  Navy  when 
they  had  their  affairs  and  this  was  77*     And  ,  he  had  Maid  of 
Memphis  of  the  Cotton  Carnival  77*     Now,  I  think  I  have  one  here, 
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of  the  next  year,  he  said  "Carnival  Jubilee".  I'll  see  if  I  can*  't 
find  that  one  for  you, 

Ms.  Williams       He  gave  you  a  beautiful  scrape  book. 

Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  he  did  •  (pause  -  Looking  at  scrape book) 

This  is  my  daughter  as  a  little  girl.  She  is 
grown.  I  have  her  son  now.  Ah-  IN  the  procession  for  the  junior, 
(pause  -  Looking  at  the  scrape book).  I  thought  I  saw  -  another 
one  here.  -  This  one  -  now  that's  my  niece,  I  am  going  to  show 
you  those  two  girls  now.  That's  my  niece,  and  she  had  appendicitis 
so  badly  when  she  was  doing  that.  And  we  didn't  know  or.  She 
barely  got  into  the  house  before  they  had  to  have  her  go  for 
surgery. 

Ms.  Williams       Yes 

(Pause-  Mrs.  Venson  is  in  the  living  room  gathering  up  pictures 
of  her  niece  and  daughter. ) 

Mrs.  Venson       And  these  are  the  two  girls. 

Ms.  Williams       They're  nice. 

Mrs.  Venson        This  is  mine  and  this  is  my  niece. 
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Mrs.  Venson        Um,  she's  that  little  one  that  there,  (pause) 

And  I  am  still  old  -  fashion,  I  keep  all  these 
pictures  out.  You  know  people  don't  keep  pictures  out  now.  (laugh) 


Ms.  Williams 


I  don't  know  my  mother  got  a  bookcase  full. 


Mrs.  Venson       Is  that  right  -  Do  they( laugh).  (Pause  still 

Looking  at  scrape  books.  ) 
Blacks  -  In  the  early  days  they  didn't  -    They  finally  came  in. 
These  are  some  of  the  entertainers  on  the  stage.  This  girl  was  -ah- 
Miss  Jubilect.  This  is  a  6l  book.  You  may  want  to  see  this.  This 
was  written  by  Nat  Williams.  I  believe  you'll  have  to  read  it. 
(pause-  Looking  at  the  Scrapbooks) 
(phone  wrings) 

Nat  Williams  just  died  this  year, 
(phone  is  ringing.) 


Ms.  Williams 


Was  there  any  pictures  or  articles  in  the 
Commercial  Appeal  - 


Mrs,  Venson 


Um 


Ms.  Williams 


in  1935? 
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Mrs,  Venson        They  had  this  article  on  Handy,  Let  me  see,  was 

that  in  the  Commercial,  No,  that's  the  Memphis 

World,  there  with  Nat  Williams,  Let's  see  (pause-  Looking  at 

scrapbook)  Which  one  had  Handy  in  it?  (pause)  Oh,  here  it  is 

right  -  here  -  Now,  this  is  from  -  No,  this  is  form  the  Memphis  World. 

They  had  an  article  though-  I  know  they  did  (pause)  That's  Memphis 

World  . 


Ms,  Williams 


Can  you  tell  me  what  the  Memphis  World  was? 


Mrs.  Venson        It  was  a  black  newspaper.  But  I  had  something 

from  it  (pause)  They  had  one  or  two  articles 
in  there.  They  had  one  or  two  articles  in  there.  Bob  Poritius  wrote  an 
article  ,  I  remember  that.  I  don't  know  that  I  have  it  right  here, 
(pause) 


Ms.  Williams 


Gould  you  tell  me  how  the  role*  of  the  Queen 
and  her  duties  have  changed  over  the  years? 


Mrs.  Venson        Oh,  yes,  urn  -  The  Queen  is  now  selected  on  a 

competitively  -ah-  I  would  say  competitively 
-ah  -  (pause)  Well,  we  do  a  screening  before  they  can  even 
competitive,  (pause)  What  we  do  -  names  are  given  to  us  and  we 
-ah-  screen  those  names  as  to  who  they  are  and  what  and  whether 
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we  think  they  should  be  queens  or  not.  Then  they  axe  notify  that 
their  names  have  been  submitted.  And  then  they  have  to  raise 
money  because  that  is  the  only  way  we  can  do  it  to  -  to  ah- 
take  care  of  our  expenses^*   So,  they  do  the  souvenir  program. 
As  this  little  booklet  -  the  Kings  and  Queens  -ah  -  solicited  the 
advertisement  and  they  have  patrons  and  advertisement  for  the 
Jubilee.  The  person  who  raise  the  highest  amount  of  money  after 
they  have  been  screen  is  the  person  who  is  King  or  Queen.  Both- 
ways  down  the  line  you  have  the  ah-  The  Prince  and  The  Princess, 
The  Duke  and  Duchess,  and  so  forth  and  so  on.  But  it's  base  on 
ah-  competition  -  competitive  sales. 

Ms.  Williams       Could  you  tell  me  what  some  of  their  duties 

are  now? 

Mrs.  Venson       Well,  yes  their  duties  are  they  -ah-  First 

they  are  coronated,  -  have  the  coronation 
ceremonies  •  Then  they  particapate  in  all  kinds  of  public  events, 
they  have  parties  -  ah-  social  events,  ah-  programs  -  church  programs 
and  school  programs  and  other  programs  that  they  would  be  interested 
in.  (coughed)  Pardon  me!   They  also  participated  in  many  of  the 
Carnival's  activities.  Now,  the  King  and  Queen  does.  They 
participate  in  the  Crown  and  Scepter  Ball  that  one  of  the  larger 
ones  that  they  have.   The  River  Page-ant^  the  parties  that  they 


Page  27 
have  in  the  different  homes  and  things  of  that  sort.  They  have  a 
full  week  of  participation,  now. 


Ms.  Williams 


and  costumes? 


Do  the  Queen's  have  to  (pause)  what  I'm 
trying  to  say  is  -ah-  buy  their  own  gowns 


Mrs.  Venson       That  depends.  Ah-  ah,  It's  a  certain  amount 

if  they  raise  a  certain  amount  of  money  then 
the  Jubilee  -  anything  over  five  hundred  dollars.  Well,  then  the 
Jubilee  buys  the  -ah  official  gown  and  of  course  she  furnishes 
her  other  gowns  that  she  has.   But  most  of  the  time,  Jubilee 
has  to  buy  the  gown.  They  raise  the  money. 

(Pause  -  had  the  tape  recorder  off  and  came  in  on  this  part  of 
the  conservation.  We  had  been  looking  at  scrape  books )  • 

Mrs.  Venson       Who  always  came  to  our  -  parade  and  spoke, 

that  was  Sheriff  M.  A.  Hinds.  You  might 
want  that  picture,  (pause  -  Looking  at  scrape books) 


Ms.  Williams 


Nat  Williams  ,  the  one  in  here,  is  he  the  one 
who  wrote  the, brochure? 
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Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  urn  (pause)  And  he  named  the  Jubilee. 

The  first  year  it  was  called  Cotton  Makers* 
Fiesta.  And  he  -  I  don't  know  if  you  ever  heard  of  the  Jubilee 
Singers  from  Fisk  University. 


Ms.  Williams 


Yes,  mam 


Mrs.  Venson       Well,  you  know  they  sort  of  use  the  word 

Jubilee.  And  it  had  a  black  connotation 
to  it.  So,  he  said,  "Fiesta  was  Spanish",  and  he  thought  Jubilee 
everybody  is  using  Jubilee, now.   But  he  said  ,  "Jubilee"  -  ah  - 
He  was  thinking  about  the  Jubilee  Singers  from  Fisk  University. 
And  that's  how  we  got  our  new  name.  It  was  the  Cotton  Makers' 
Jubilee.   (pause  -  Looking  at  scrape books.  ) 


Ms.  Williams 


Who  is  this  Frank  Scott? 


Mrs.  Venson        Frank  Scott  is  our  treasurer  and  he's  been 

with  us  since  the  early  days,  (pause-  looking 
at  the  Scrape books. )   Now,  this  is  a  picture  of  Dr.  Venson  ,  that 
you  might  want.  He  is  at  the  parade  and  he  is  very  happy  and  he 
is  waving  to  the  people,  (pause  -  Still  looking  at  scrape books ) . 


Ms.  Williams 


What  year  is  this  do  you  know? 


Mrs,  Venson 


Page  29 


Do  they  have  it  on  there? 


Ms.  Williams 


I963  (pause  -  Still  looking  at  pictures  in  the 
scrapbooks)   These  are  good  pictures,  (pause) 


Mrs.  Venson        I  was  looking  for  a  story  that  the  Commercial 

Appeal  did  on  him  •  That  I  thought  was  very 
good,  (pause  -  Still  looking  at  scrapebook)  This  is  a  very  popular 
King  and  Queen. 
(Change  Side  of  the  tape  — _We  are  still  looking  at  the  Scrape books) 


Ms.  Williams 


1959. 


Mrs.  Venson        Yes 

(Still  looking  at  scrape books. )    Here! 

Ms.  Williams       Let's'  see,  Joyce  Ann  Ford  was  Queen  in  1961, 


Mrs.  Venson 


Yes 


Ms.  Williams       Are  the  Kings  picked  the  same  way  the  Queens 

are? 


Mrs.  Venson 


Yes  (pause)  ah-  huh  They  are.  (pause)   You 
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got  one  for  the  sixties  haven't  you. 


Ms,  Williams 


Yes,  mam  -  61,  Here's  one  for  59* 


Mrs.  Venson       That's  50's,  60's,  I'll  try  to  give  you  one 

for  each  decade.  This  is  60's  again.  Let's 
see  if  I  got  anything  back  here,  (pause)   If  you  look  at  the  last 
pixi-feite«i'iil'*HiO»  and  that  is  another  girl  I  kept  and  I  thought  I  made 
some  improvement  on.  (pause) 

These  are  some  of  the  candidates  that  took  part  in  the  -  ah- 
and  the  winners,  (pause-  Still  looking  at  scrapebooks). 

Now,  this  is  a  parade  scene  and  you  can  see  that  the  whites 
mixed  in  with  the  blacks  there  in  the  parade,  (pause) 


Ms.  Williams 


This  one  here  is  a  veiw  of  Main  Street  before 
it  was  converted  into  the  Mall. 


Mrs.  Venson        Yes,  it  was  (laugh)  And  after  they  let  us  come 

down  that  part  of  Main  Street.  _-  Remember 
I  told  you  we  couldn't  come  down  that  part  of  Main  Street  -  the 
upper  part  at  first. 


Ms.  Williams 


Yes,  mam 
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Mrs.  Venson 

They  finally  let  us  do  that.   (pause)  He 

really  was  King.  He  thought  he  really  was  a 

real  King  • 

Ms.  Williams 


King  Maurice  Warner  - 


Mrs.  Venson 


Yes,  he's  a  teacher  in  the  county,     (pause) 
Loeb's  picture       (pause) 


1936  —  HANDY  AT  THE  1st  JUBILEE  CORONATION  BALL, 
he  late  W.  C.   Handy  shown   dancing  with  Mrs.   R.  Q.   Venson  -  Jubilee's  first  Queen,  as  Ladies  of  the  Royal  Court  watch. 
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THEIR  MAJESTIES,  MEMBERS  OF  THE  COURT  AND 
"MISS  JUBILECT"  OF  19S9,  MISS  LOIS 
WILLIAMS  AT  WDIA  RADIO  STATIC 
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